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Day 4 

Promoting Connectedness Through Student Leadership

“All kids need to have meaningful involvement.  One fabulous example is a school 
in Spanish Harlem in New York. They took kids who were doing fairly poorly 
academically and trained them to be teachers of English as a Second Language. 
They offered a night course where there are a lot of taxi drivers - English for taxi 
drivers taught by kids and ESL teachers. You bring adults into the classroom and 
give kids meaningful roles who otherwise had no meaningful roles. They feel 
fabulous. They are teaching adults English. The adults are learning. It creates a 
whole community environment. Is that really expensive to do? I don't think so.” 

-     Robert Blum, professor and chair, Department of Population and Family Health 
Sciences, Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health

As we saw earlier in the course, three of the key factors in building connectedness are a sense of 
belonging, competence, and autonomy. For students, a gateway to all three of these needs is 
through meaningful involvement in their school. If they feel like their presence matters in school, if 
they can see the connections in their school work to their interests and the larger community, and 
if they have a voice in crafting their educational experiences, they are more likely to feel 
connected to school. 

In her doctoral dissertation on school and community 
connectedness, Janis Whitlock surveyed more than 300 
students in middle and high school. In a report on her 
findings, she states that nearly 50 percent “felt people 
their age were not permitted meaningful opportunities to 
influence policies and practices. This trend was 
particularly evident for older youth.” 

Today we look at ways that schools and communities can engage students in meaningful 
activities. Students can become engaged in a number of ways. In their classrooms, they can 
connect curriculum to real-world problems facing their communities, such as water pollution or 
homelessness. They can be given real roles in classroom management, and decision-making 
power in designing projects, including culminating senior projects. They can have roles in student 
governance that go beyond the prototypical student government. They can be given a voice about 
school programming, graduation requirements, faculty hiring, teacher licensing, and even the 
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lunch menu, according to the policy brief "Involving Students in Governance" (2004) put out by 
the National Center for Learning and Citizenship.

Students can design their own research projects, carry them out, and follow up with action plans. 
They can also work in the community in meaningful roles, such as being part of Youth Courts, 
where youth are sentenced by their peers.  

Handing Over Power

Giving youth real decision-making ability means that adults must give up some of their power. But 
it also means that adults help youth learn how to exercise their power, says Adam Fletcher, 
director of www.soundout.org. He outlines progressive steps that adults can take to promote 
meaningful involvement for youth:

 Listen. Adults need to hear the ideas, knowledge, experience, and opinions of 
students.

  Validate. Adults acknowledge students as purposeful and significant partners who 
can and should hold themselves and their schools accountable. “You don't necessarily 
have to agree with them,” Fletcher said. “Adults think they can only agree with you to be 
meaningful. Kids need to know that they are respected enough to be disagreed with.”

  Authorize. Students develop their abilities to meaningfully contribute to school 
improvement through skill-sharing, action planning, and strategic participation. That may 
mean putting them on a committee where they have decision-making power.

  Mobilize. Students and adults take action together as partners in school improvement 
through a variety of methods.

  Reflect. Adults and students examine what they have learned through this work, 
including benefits and challenges. These reflections are then used to inform the first step 
of listening. “A lot of times youth programs stop at the activity. They don't stop and ask 
what they learned,” Fletcher says. “Meaningful youth involvement is for the purpose of 
learning. It can and does connect to the curriculum.”

 Click here for the Ladder of Student Involvement in School
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Elements of Meaningful Student Involvement

According to Adam Fletcher in Meaningful Student Involvement: Guide to Inclusive School 
Change (2005):

"Student involvement is meaningful when:

  Students are allies and partners with adults in improving schools.

  Students have the training and authority to create real solutions to the 
challenges that schools face in learning, teaching, and leadership.

  Schools, including educators and administrators, are accountable to the direct 
consumers of schools - students themselves.

  Student-adult partnerships are a major component of every sustainable, 
responsive, and systemic approach to transforming schools.

Student involvement is not meaningful when:

  Students are regarded as passive recipients in schools, or as empty vessels to 
be filled with teachers' knowledge.

  The contributions of students are minimized or tokenized by adults by asking 
students to 'rubber stamp' ideas developed by adults, or by inviting students to sit on 
committees without real power or responsibility.

  Student perspectives, experiences, or knowledge are filtered with adult 
interpretations.

  Students are given problems to solve without adult support or adequate 
training, or students are trained in leadership skills without opportunities to take on 
real leadership roles in their school."

Do students have decision-making roles at your school? 

Yes

No

 

Current Results 
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One Student's Story

Bernice Fedestin, whom we met on Day 2, attends Brighton 
High School in Boston. She was feeling disconnected to her 
new school and decided to embark on a research project after 
attending a student leadership class. She and her classmates 
wrote a proposal and received a $5,000 grant from What Kids 
Can Do (a national not-for-profit organization founded in 2001 
for the purpose of making public the voices and views of 
adolescents) to conduct their research. 

The project compared the educational opportunities at urban schools in Boston to those of 
suburban schools in the area. Bernice and her classmates surveyed two suburban schools and 
three urban schools. They also conducted focus groups with students, teachers and 
administrators. Out of the project, they developed a 22-minute video entitled The Problem We All 
Live With.

From her research, Bernice says that she confirmed what she had already suspected. 

"I'd say that students in urban schools are not receiving the challenge that is needed to 
go onto higher education,” she says. “The educational opportunities are not on par with 
the suburban schools. When we were going to the suburban schools, it was tough for 
me and my group members. The whole realization stuck that we really aren't getting 
what we need at our schools, and, yeah, that really hurts.”

Bernice showed the video to students and teachers both at her school and at national school 
conferences. While what she found was disheartening, Bernice says that the project helped her 
connect back to her school. 

"There have been times when I felt like giving up, but now I feel more motivated,” she 
says. “I have the desire to learn. There is no use in sitting there saying, `I don't have 
this, I don't have that.' . . . I'm going to continue to show the video and have students 
join the discussion.”
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Bernice is involved in another high school research group and leadership class as well. In 
addition, she is planning a curriculum to help students conduct more active research and take 
leadership roles in the school. 

 Click here for descriptions of meaningful student involvement in 
elementary, middle, and high school 

Alaska: Engagement Through Responsibility - 
Growing Student Leaders

“Ursa Major's fifth and sixth grade Student Asset Ambassadors are making a positive 
difference at their school, and their comments express their feelings of empowerment. One 
ambassador recalls being thanked by a student's parents for helping their son get through his 
first day at Ursa Major. The boy was grateful as well and told the ambassador, 'You're cool.' 
Another young man says, 'I like being an example for younger kids.'  A fifth grade girl beams, 
recalling the time a second-grader told her, 'I want to be just like you when I grow up!' 

The ambassadors promote a positive, orderly atmosphere at their school by helping others 
and modeling great behavior. Each morning, an ambassador greets students and helps direct 
front door traffic. Ambassadors maintain order in the halls, help keep the school clean, and 
rotate breakfast duty, which entails chatting with peers as they wipe tables and tidy the 
lunchroom. They also help new students settle into life at Ursa Major by providing school 
tours and joining them for lunch. School staff has empowered the students to recognize good 
behavior by issuing Caught Being Good tickets to classes behaving in a quiet and orderly 
manner in the halls.

Taku Elementary's student ambassadors help host parent-teacher conferences and have 
developed Welcome Packets, which they deliver to new students in their classes. The Taku 
Elementary staff has found that challenged students will rise to meet expectations if given 
opportunities to succeed, so ambassadors are chosen for their leadership qualities, rather 
than academic excellence or popularity. Counselor Autumn Grice highlights one student's 
experience as an example of the benefit the program can have for students. The young man 
has trouble focusing his attention, but he has found his niche with the Taku ambassadors. 
Since joining the group, the boy has become very reliable and never misses a meeting. Ms. 
Grice says, 'Some of the ambassadors would not have had an opportunity to shine if it were 
not for this group.'"
Source: Safe and Drug-Free Schools, Anchorage School District. (in press). Helping Kids 
Succeed-Anchorage School District Style. Anchorage, AK: Author. 
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The organization that funded Bernice's project, What Kids Can Do, also oversaw an 18-month 
project in Chicago, Houston, Oakland, and Philadelphia in which teachers, students, and a local 
organization collaborated on research projects. The schools were mostly medium to large urban 
high schools that faced numerous challenges. The effort was funded by MetLife and included 
several parts: (1) helping students conduct survey research about their schools, (2) analyzing the 
results, (3) supporting dialogue and constructive action around the research results while 
nurturing youth leadership, and (4) taking action. Student-researchers addressed such areas as 
school climate, student-teacher relationships, teaching styles, academic expectations, safety and 
discipline, student voice, and improving student learning. 

Fostering Non-Traditional Student Leaders

The project coordinators were encouraged to enlist students 
who were not recognized leaders in their schools. “We 
believed that engaging students who are not academic or 
social standouts (though the student teams did include 
these traditional leaders too) would enrich the participatory 
process,” according to Students as Allies in Improving Their 
Schools, an October 2004 report on the project. “The 
questions they would ask - and the kids to whom they'd put 
their questions - would bring out student voices that 
otherwise might go unheard.” At one school, teachers 
enlisted students who always seemed to be in trouble or 
whose black attire, body piercing, and attitude seemed to 
say “off limits.” 

Those students ended up being the team's most reliable members. In Oakland, the student 
participants were enrolled in a special class designed to cultivate non-traditional student leaders.
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Student Comments About TryUMF,
A Leadership Class at Oakland Tech High School

"What TryUMF does is provide a forum, like a family, for us to say what we want. Because 
we're in a program, it's easier for us to say something positive and not get shot down.”

“Oakland students, particularly minority students, are at a disadvantage. We're seen as 
ignorant, dumb, so we need to represent ourselves well to buck those stereotypes. We need 
to listen, watch how we speak and with whom we speak. We need to know who we are and 
what we want. This program teaches us these things.”

“I think TryUMF offers a way for students to change the vibe of a school and how it operates. 
A lot of times students are scared to stand out and do something different or positive because 
there is a lot of antagonizing. In Oakland schools, many people don't want to see anything 
positive; they're satisfied with the status quo and just come to school to kick it and not really 
to learn.”

Source: What Kids Can Do and MetLife Foundation. (October, 2004). Students as Allies in 
Improving Their Schools: A Report on Work in Progress. Providence, RI: Author.

 Click here for Tips from Student Researchers 

Student Researchers Report Positive, Troubling Findings 

Student-teacher research teams in 20 schools across five cities designed and administered a 
survey to 6,350 students and 446 faculty in 2003 and 2004. They found both positive and 
worrisome results. Among the positive findings: (1) 89 percent of students polled said, “I 
really want to learn,” (2) 87 percent said that they respected most of their teachers, and (3) 84 
percent said that their teachers respected them. The researchers also reported more 
troubling findings. Among the students who reported that they had considered dropping out of 
school (18 percent), 58 percent cited not getting along with their teachers as the biggest 
factor. Only a quarter picked bullying or school safety. What's more, 66 percent of the 
students said that their teachers don't understand them or their lives outside school, and 25 
percent said that there isn't a single adult in their school whom they believe they could 
approach with a problem. In Chicago, just 27 percent of students said that their teachers 
often talked to them one on one about classroom participation and academic performance, 
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while 80 percent of the teachers said they brought up these subjects often in one-on-one 
conversations with students.

Students said the following actions would help them in school:

More real-world learning (47 percent)
More one-on-one attention from teachers (37 percent)
More challenging classes (22 percent)

Here's how they summarized their collective views on how schools can better engage 
students: 

“Start by including us in your planning and conversations, knowing that we care just as much 
as you do about creating high schools that bring out the best in students and teachers. Invite 
our ideas and perspectives. Let us explore together where we agree and differ, what's doable 
and what's not. Make us part of the solution and not the problem. 

“If you asked what we most want, here's what we would tell you. We want policies that 
produce schools where . . . 

   Teachers know their subject matter well and know how to explain it so that 
students understand. 

   We see the connections between what we are learning and the real world. 

   There is at least one person we can go to for support and advice, for both 
academics and personal issues. 

   The relationships between and among students and adults in the school are 
grounded in respect and trust. 

   Discipline is applied equitably and meaningfully across the student body.
   We receive regular feedback on how we're doing and how we can improve. 

   Our teachers and counselors talk to us one on one about college or other plans 
for after high school. 

   The bathrooms are clean. 

   There are enough textbooks and educational supplies for every student. 

And where . . . 

    Our voices matter.” 

Source: What Kids Can Do and MetLife Foundation. (October, 2004). Students as Allies in 
Improving Their Schools: A Report on Work in Progress. Providence, RI: Author.
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High School Takes Action to Improve Student-Teacher Relations

Webster Grove High School was one of the St. Louis high schools that took part in the project. 
The school of 1,400 students is in a diverse community with about 25 percent African American 
students, says John Raimondo, assistant principal. Even though the school had a student 
advisory committee of 40 students, staff were still not sure that they knew about the concerns of 
the student body at large. After the student-researchers collected and analyzed the findings, the 
school held a weekend retreat attended by students, teachers, community members, and parents. 
The participants reviewed the findings and drew up an action plan to respond to the concerns.

"One of the key findings was student teacher relationships,” Raimondo says. “It did come 
out as one of the areas that was of consistent concern with a lot of kids. They wanted more 
acknowledgment from teachers, and they wanted the teachers to ask more about them.” 
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Some of the changes were easy to make, such as 
putting up more student work on school walls, allowing 
students to pursue independent projects, and 
encouraging teachers to stand at their classroom door 
and greet entering students. The administration also 
made a bigger change: Students would be part of all 
hiring decisions at the school and would regularly 
evaluate teachers.

"We feel that giving them a voice is very important,” Raimondo says. “Students, 
especially high school students, have good ideas. We just brought 15 students to a 
central office meeting on the racial tensions at Webster. People are still talking 
about how powerful that was and how insightful the kids were about their own 
experience. Not only does it empower the kids, but it brings good ideas to us.”

Service-Learning

Some of student involvement falls under the rubric of service-learning. Service-learning is a 
teaching strategy that links community service experiences to classroom instruction. When done 
well, service-learning can increase students' connectedness to their school and community, says 
Shelley Billig, vice president of RMC Research Corp. in Denver, Colorado, who has done 
extensive research on the topic.

"We've been able to generate research that shows that students who participate in 
service-learning are more connected to their schools and their communities than those 
who are not," Billig said. “What we think is happening is that kids feel like they are 
making a difference. We also have a lot of data that show that peer relationships and 
relationships to the outside world improve with service-learning. Students gain greater 
undertstanding, empathy, and a more systemic view of the world.” 

The most high-quality service-learning projects are planned, developed, implemented, and 
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evaluated by students, Billig says. Students also have a chance to reflect on what they learned. 
About 30 percent of all public schools are involved in service-learning, according to Elson Nash, 
associate director of Learn and Serve America, a federal program that funds service-learning 
projects from kindergarten through college. He says that high-quality service-learning programs 
meet a defined community need that engages the youth in the process of determining and 
defining that need.

 Click here for characteristics of effective 
service-learning programs 

"It's really an opportunity for young people to get to know their broader community and 
understand the roles they play in that broader community,” Nash says. “And we hope to 
create engaged citizens.”

Shelley Billig summarizes key research findings on service-learning between 1990 and 1999:

  Educators and students in schools with strong service-learning programs reported a 
more positive school climate through a feeling of greater connectedness to the school.

  Middle and high school students who engaged in quality service-learning programs 
showed increases in measures of personal and social responsibility, communication, and 
sense of educational competence.

  Students in elementary and middle school service-learning programs showed reduced 
levels of alienation and behavioral problems. Students who engaged in service-learning 
were less likely to be referred to the office for disciplinary measures.

  Students who were engaged in high-quality service-learning programs showed an 
increase in the degree to which they felt aware of community needs, believed that they 
could make a difference, and were committed to service now and later in life.

El Puente Academy for Peace and Justice, a high school in a low-income section of Brooklyn, 
N.Y., ties its curriculum to issues that are relevant to students including their culture and their 
community. Each year the school community picks a theme to study. One year, the theme was 
sugar - a relevant topic to many whose families come from the Dominican Republic, where sugar 
is a major export crop. The neighborhood where El Puente is located also has a sugar refinery, 
which affects the neighborhood economy and pollutes the environment. 
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With help from the school's teachers, students at El 
Puente frequently engage in service-learning projects. 
They helped create a coalition of African American, 
Hispanic, and Chasdic Jews to block an incinerator that 
the city planned to build in their neighborhood, which 
was already polluted. Students studying advanced 
math developed a skateboard park in their 
neighborhood.

Involving Students with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders

Howard Muscott, a professor at Rivier College in Nashua, New Hampshire, has frequently 
organized service-learning projects for students with behavior disorders. This includes students 
with formal emotional disturbances, those who are frequently suspended or disciplined, and 
students with learning disabilities that have a behavioral component. According to Muscott, 
service-learning can be a natural way for students who have not experienced success to take 
responsibility and feel competent in their work.

He prefers long-term community projects rather than one-time opportunities, such as a clean-up 
day, because it gives students more of a chance to learn. They can also make deeper 
connections between their school work and community needs. Like others, he said that a 
structured reflection time is critical for students to think about what they have learned and to 
incorporate it into their future work. He has overseen a project in which college and high school 
students with behavior problems tutored younger students who also had behavior problems.

"They are not the first ones to be considered to be doing service-learning. 
They are the recipients of services,” Muscott says. “Doing this meets their 
needs for generosity.”

Shelley Billig adds that her research has shown that children with behavior disorders often make 
great strides after participating in service-learning.
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"What we are finding is amazing stories of how service-learning has transformed 
their lives,” she says. “They were alienated and found no meaning in their school 
work. They felt they had no need to pay attention. Now they see why they are 
learning. It doesn't matter that they are not 'book smart.' We get the highest yield 
from kids who don't perform well in school - gifted kids and low-performing kids. 
They don't respond well to traditional instructional learning. Service-learning is a 
fantastic way to get disengaged kids involved again.”

Still, service-learning for children with emotional and behavioral disorders requires special care in 
planning and implementation, Muscott says.

 Click here for suggestions on planning and implementing service-
learning projects for students with emotional and behavioral 

disorders 

Youth Courts and Crime Watch

Youth courts are another way that students can take responsibility. 
Youth courts are a program in which youth who have committed minor 
offenses, such as misdemeanors, are sentenced by their peers. The 
courts can be operated at schools, police departments, local court 
houses, and community agencies. They offer an alternative to the 
regular juvenile court process. Youth courts can address violations of 
school policy as well as criminal offenses, such as larceny, vandalism, 
minor assault, possession of alcohol, and minor drug offenses. 

Depending on the model, youth volunteers may serve as the jurors, judge, prosecuting attorney, 
defense attorney, clerk, or bailiff. Peers hand out sentences that can include written apologies, 
repair of the harm caused, community service, and educational workshops. Most of the youth who 
work in these courts are volunteers, but many are also former defendants who return to 
participate in other cases as a condition of their sentence. 

An evaluation of youth courts by the Urban Institute found that the programs that seemed to have 
the strongest results were ones that gave youth more responsibility for the conduct of teen court 
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hearings.

"When a young person charged with a minor offense appears before a court 
of similarly aged peers, it may help to counter the adolescent notion that 
criminal behavior is `cool' and that `everyone does it,''' write Jeffrey A. Butts 
and colleagues in The Impact of Teen Court on Young Offenders (2002).

Another way to connect youth is through programs like 
Youth Crime Watch of America. The program brings 
together youth of all backgrounds to identify and correct 
problems in their community. 

The project had its start in North Miami Beach Senior High School in 1979, where in the first year, 
students helped reduce their school's drug problem by more than half by pinpointing drug 
pushers. Chain snatching was decreased by three-quarters. The students' attitudes also changed. 
According to the Youth Crime Watch of America Web site, students saw that they could make a 
positive change in their lives and the lives of the community. Student-led programs encompass up 
to nine key components that encourage “watch out” activities, such as crime reporting and youth 
patrols, and “help out” activities, such as mentoring or mediation. These are just a few examples 
of the myriad opportunities students have for becoming connected with their community in 
meaningful ways.

Today we looked at ways that schools can encourage students to engage in meaningful 
involvement. As we have seen, there are many paths to providing that involvement. The key is in 
giving students real decision-making power. Tomorrow, the last day of this course, we will look at 
the roles of the prevention coordinator, principal, teachers, school staff, parents, and community 
members. We will also present an array of resources to help you as you find ways to increase the 
connectedness at your school.
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Click here here to print a PDF 
of today's materials.

Discussion Questions

Please think about the questions below and share your 
responses, comments, and/or any questions about today's 
material in the Discussion Area .

  Can you think of ways that adults can help students develop leadership 
abilities? What role can coordinators play in this?

  Looking at the Ladder of Student Involvement, at what level is student 
involvement at your school? Why? What would it take to move it to a higher 
level?

  If you were to advise Bernice and her classmates on how to take further 
action on her research findings, what would you say?

  Has your school reached out to students who are non-traditional leaders? If 
so, what techniques have you found effective in reaching and involving these 
students?
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This completes today's work. 

Please visit the Discussion Area to share your responses to the 
discussion questions! 

References for Day 4 materials:

Billig, S. (May, 2000). Research on K-12 School-Based Service-Learning: The Evidence
Builds. Phi Delta Kappan, 658-664.

Billig, S. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Blum, R. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Butts J., Buck, J., & Coggeshall, M. (2002). The Impact of Teen Court on Young Offenders. Washington, DC: 
Urban Institute.

Fedestin, B. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Fletcher, A. (2005). Meaningful Student Involvement: Guide to Students as Partners in School Change (2nd ed.). 
Retrieved February, 2005 from http://www.soundout.org.

Fletcher, A. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Miller, J. (November, 2004). Involving Students in Governance. Citizenship
Education. Denver, CO: Education Commission of the States.

Muscott, H.. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Nash, E. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Osher, D., Sandler, S., & Nelson, C.L. (Winter, 2001). The Best Approach to Safety is to Fix Schools and 
Support Children and Staff. New Directions in Youth Development, 92, 127-153.

Raimondo, J. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Safe and Drug-Free Schools, Anchorage School District. (in press). Helping Kids Succeed-Anchorage School 
District Style. Anchorage, AK: Author. 

What Kids Can Do and MetLife Foundation. (October, 2004). Students as Allies in Improving Their Schools: A 
Report on Work in Progress. Providence, RI: Author.

Whitlock, J. (2004). Places to Be and Places to Belong: Youth Connectedness

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Administra...ts/SDFS/onlinece/onlineevents/connect/id42_m.htm (16 of 18) [4/7/2005 12:55:01 PM]



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Administrator/My%20Documents/SDFS/onlinece/onlineevents/connect/id42_m.htm

in School and Community. Ithaca, NY: Family Life Development Center, Cornell
University.

Whitlock, J. (February, 2005). Personal communication.

Youth Crime Watch of America. Retrieved February, 2005 from http://www.ycwa.org. 

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Administra...ts/SDFS/onlinece/onlineevents/connect/id42_m.htm (17 of 18) [4/7/2005 12:55:01 PM]



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Administrator/My%20Documents/SDFS/onlinece/onlineevents/connect/id42_m.htm

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Administra...ts/SDFS/onlinece/onlineevents/connect/id42_m.htm (18 of 18) [4/7/2005 12:55:01 PM]



file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Administrator/My%20Documents/SDFS/onlinece/onlineevents/connect/id177_m.htm

The Ladder of Student Involvement in School

Examining the Meaning of Student Involvement: 
The Ladder of Student Involvement in School
By Adam Fletcher

Introduction

Simply calling something “meaningful” doesn’t make it so. Saying that young people are 
complex is an understatement; saying that schools need to be responsive to their 
complexity seems overtly simplistic. However, according to the following measurements, 
many schools may be currently treating students as simpletons.

The following measurements are taken from a tool is called the Ladder of Student 
Involvement in School. It is a typology that explores a variety of ways students are 
involved in schools. Educators and students can use apply this tool to the everyday 
involvement of students by using it to identify how schools currently engage students in 
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their classes, programs, and other leadership opportunities. The Ladder can also 
encourage individuals and schools to aspire to higher levels by presenting the possibilities 
of meaningful student involvement.

Exploration
The Ladder of Student Involvement in School was adapted from the work of Roger Hart, 
an international expert on children’s participation. By mapping situations and activities 
that involve students on the rungs of the Ladder, schools can assess their levels of 
meaningful student involvement. The higher the rung on the Ladder, the greater the 
meaningfulness of student involvement. This guide seeks to help schools reach higher 
rungs – that is, increase the amount and improve the quality of student participation in 
schools. Note that the rungs on this Ladder aren’t necessarily a developmental process 
that happens over finite increments. Student involvement can go from the second rung 
directly to the sixth. The Ladder is meant to represent possibilities, not predictions, for 
growth. 

Measurements

The degrees of participation include (8 being the highest):

8. Student-initiated, shared decisions with teachers – Projects, classes, or activities are 
initiated by students, and decision-making is shared among students and adults. These 
projects empower students while at the same time enabling them to access and learn 
from the life experience and expertise of adults.

7. Student-initiated and -directed – Students initiate and direct a project, class, or activity. 
Adults are involved only in a supportive role.

6. Adult-initiated, shared decisions with students – Projects, classes, or activities are 
initiated by adults, but the decision-making is shared with the students involved.

5. Consulted and informed – Students give advice on projects, classes, or activities 
designed and run by adults. The students are informed about how their input will be used 
and the outcomes of the decisions made by adults. 

4. Assigned but taught – Students are assigned a specific role, and are told about how 
and taught why they are being involved.

The degrees of non-participation include (1 being the lowest):

3. Tokenism: Students appear to be given a voice, but in fact have little or no choice 
about what they do or how they participate.

2. Decoration: Students are used to help or bolster a cause in a relatively indirect way; 
adults do not pretend that the cause is inspired by students. Causes are determined by 
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Teaching: Training for Teachers
Issue Awareness (Diversity, Youth Issues, 
Community Needs)
Facilitation

Communications
Writing
Citizenship
Specific Subject Areas

Decision-Making: Positions on 
teacher and principal hiring teams

Group Dynamics 
Issues in Education
Collaboration Skills

Communication

Advocacy: Student-led Forums and 
Action Planning

Issues in Education
Facilitation
Event Planning

Communications
Citizenship

Organizing: Student-led Education Conference
Issues in Education
Event Planning
Issues in Governance

Communications
Citizenship
Social Studies

Source: Fletcher, A. (2005). Meaningful Student Involvement: Guide to Students as Partners in School 
Change (2nd ed.). Retrieved February, 2005 from www.soundout.org.

Return to Day 4
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Meaningful Involvement for Students in Elementary, Middle, and High School

In Meaningful Student Involvement: Guide to Students as Partners in School Change, Adam Fletcher 
outlines ways to put meaningful student involvement in action for students in elementary school, middle 
school and high school. 

Exploring Grades K-5
Meaningful student involvement in elementary schools is experiential, tangible, and focused. Action is based in the 
classroom, where students work in small groups and gradually build their skills. Meaningful student involvement requires 
specific skill building that can lead to important learning connections for young people. Table 3 illustrates a few examples 
of activities where students have been meaningfully involved in elementary schools.

Table 3. Meaningful Student Involvement in Elementary Schools

Examples Skill-Building Areas Learning Connections

Planning: Membership on school 
improvement committee

Cooperative Leadership Skills
Project Planning
Identifying Issues in Education

Communications
Writing

Teaching: Co-designed, delivered, 
and evaluated lesson plans

Learning Styles
Teaching Skills
Evaluation Methods

Writing
Communication
Specific Subject Area

Evaluation: Student evaluation of 
self and teachers

Self-Awareness
Critical Thinking

Communications
Writing

Evaluation: Student-led parent teacher 
conferences

Developing Presentations
Small-Group Facilitation

Communications
Writing
Reading

Decision-making: Student-led 
classroom governance

Creating Consensus
Team-Building

Communications
Citizenship
Relational Skills

Advocacy: Supporting the school 
library

Active Listening
Problem Solving Communications

Organizing: Student-led signature-collecting 
campaigns promoting their interests

Creating Petitions
Understanding Schools
Democratic Process

Writing
Communications
Relational Skills
Social Studies

Exploring Grades 6-8
Meaningful student involvement in middle schools is experiential and project-based, emphasizing teamwork and results for 
all students. These actions encourage students to take increasing levels of responsibility for improving their schools. Table 
4 details activities where students have been meaningfully involved in middle schools, including specific skill building and 
learning connections. Additionally, activities in middle schools span a variety of activities, transforming adults' perceptions 
of student roles in schools. Middle school students are often engaged in the activities in Table 3, also.

Table 4. Meaningful Student Involvement in Middle Schools

Examples Skill-Building Areas Learning Connections
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Planning: Full membership on school 
committees

School Leadership
Identifying Issues in Education

Communications
Citizenship

Research: Student-designed Action 
Research

Research Methods
Identifying Issues in Education
Assessing Research Results
Designing Action Projects

Writing
Math
Communications
Specific Issue Areas

Teaching: Student/Adult Co-
Teaching

Classroom Planning
Facilitation
Evaluation Skills

Writing
Communication
Specific Subject Area

Evaluation: Student-created school assessments Group Decision-Making
Evaluation Skills

Communications
Writing
Specific Subject Areas

Decision-Making: Whole-School 
Student Forums

Facilitation
Event Planning
Identifying Issues in Education

Communications
Writing

Advocacy: School-focused Service-
Learning 

Project Planning
Identifying Issues in Education
Critical Reflection

Writing
Specific Issue Areas
Communications

Organizing: Student-designed 
school improvement agenda

Issues in Education
Group Processes
Collaboration

Writing
Communications
Citizenship

Exploring Grades 9-12
Meaningful student involvement in high schools is experiential, intensive, and offers direct connections between the school 
and the larger community. Action may happen in a longer duration than in elementary or middle school years. Students 
lead action and have full responsibility and authority in many activities with adults acting as coaches that guide students in 
a mostly self-directed process of inquiry and discovery. Table 5 shares activities where students have been meaningfully 
involved in high schools, including specific skill building and important learning connections. High school students are 
often engaged in the activities from Tables 3 and 4, also.

Table 5. Meaningful Student Involvement in High Schools

Examples Skill Building Areas Learning Connections

Advocacy: Student-created district budget
Issues in Education
Group Decision-Making
Diversity Awareness

Writing
Math
Communications
Citizenship

Teaching: Teaching classroom courses

Classroom Planning
Topic Awareness
Facilitation and Presentation Skills
Evaluation Skills

Communications
Writing
Specific Subject Areas

Decision-Making: Full membership 
on school improvement committees

Community Building
Issues in Education
Conflict Resolution

Writing
Math
Communications
Specific Issue Areas
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adults, and adults make all decisions. 

1. Manipulation: Adults use students to support causes by pretending that those causes 
are inspired by students.

Conclusion

Students and educators can use this tool in a variety of ways to measure their 
classrooms, schools, and communities. Beyond this tool, there is a need to imagine what 
steps are necessary for students to progress beyond measurement and into action. That 
is what the rest of SoundOut.org is for!

Return to Day 4
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Components of Effective Service-Learning Programs

A group of practitioners of service-learning, under the auspices of the National Service-
Learning Cooperative, established a list of the basic elements of high-quality service-
learning efforts:

  Using regular assessments and evaluation

  Ensuring culturally appropriate and engaging instruction

  Developing projects that have clear educational goals and meet genuine 
community needs

  Involving students in selecting, designing, implementing, and evaluating 
service projects

  Using community partnerships that provide a real-world context for service 
and that foster communication and interaction

  Providing opportunities for students to reflect on their service experiences

  Providing opportunities to celebrate service work

Source: Making the Case for Social and Emotional Learning and Service-Learning, 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, Education Commission of 
the States and Laboratory for Student Success.

Return to Day 4
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Service-Learning Programs for Students with Emotional and 
Behavioral Disorders

According to Sylvia Rockwell, who has taught students with emotional and behavioral 
disorders for 20 years, students with these issues “often represent an extra challenge [in 
implementing service-learning projects] with (a) their needs for structure, (b) their limited 
social skills, particularly in cooperative group activities, and (c) their tendencies to think in 
terms of benefits to self rather than in service to others initially. Service-learning projects 
need to be selected with the level of group functioning in mind.

“Classes that function at an early stage of group development, for example, may need to 
work independently toward a common goal (Rockwell & Guetzloe, 1996). Emergy and 
Richardson Turpin (1996) describe an SL project that was integrated with IEP 
[individualized education plan] goals and objectives. The students designed cards and 
wrote messages in the cards. The cards were created for individuals who were 
hospitalized. Each student was able to work independently on his or her contribution 
without being prematurely overwhelmed by demands for social interaction.”

Rockwell listed three stages of development for these students, and service-learning 
projects that are attuned to each stage.

Stage 1

Characteristics and Needs
“During Stage 1, students exhibit high rates of noncompliance that may escalate to verbal 
and physical aggression. Trust and safety issues are of primary importance in 
establishing rules, routines, and protective structure. Projects that allow students to make 
a personal contribution to a group effort without having to interact with peers help 
individuals begin to develop a positive sense of belonging without being overwhelmed 
socially and emotionally. 

Suggested Projects
-     Compose cards for the elderly.
-     Fill canning jars with various types of dried beads and spices.
-     Construct learning games for younger children who need assistance.
-     Paint clay pets and plant seeds to give to people who are shut in.
-     Make potholders or quilt squares.

Stage 2

Characteristics and Needs
“During Stage 2, students have begun to trust one another and exhibit fewer acts of 
aggression. A shift begins to occur in their orientation toward working with others and 
their sense of group activity. The primary needs of the group include activities that allow 
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them to practice skills in making decisions and working with a peer.  While the skills 
necessary for age-appropriate cooperation have not been mastered, dyads can often 
successfully manage well-structured activities.

Suggested Projects
-     Feed and wash dogs at the animal shelter.
-     Develop construction projects that require simple tools, such as building 
birdhouses.
-     Plan and care for a section of a garden with a partner.
-     Tutor a younger student.
-     Assist an elderly person with daily tasks.

Stage 3

Characteristics and Needs
"During Stage 3, students have established satisfactory levels of safety and trust. They 
take pride in belonging to the group and have mastered the social skills necessary for the 
more complex interactions with peers as well as other adults. At this stage in the group's 
development, all age-appropriate activities are possible. Movement into the community to 
generalize skills learned in the classroom is of particular value.

Suggested Projects
-     Collaborate with other classes. Restore a local park.
-     Collaborate with other schools. Develop a common nature study area.
-     Collaborate with community agencies.
-     Tackle a local environmental issue such as pollution."

Source: Rockwell, S. (Spring, 2001). Service-Learning: Barriers, Benefits and Models of 
Excellence. Beyond Behavior, 10(3), 16-21.
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